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1 Introduction
Studies on syntax and semantics of verb phrases in the past decade
or so have led to the view that their meaning is determined by the
combination of the lexical root for the verb and the syntactic structure
consisting of some closed-class grammatical elements. For example,
agentive predicates are headed by a light verb or a functional head
(often called v or Voice), which adds the external argument and takes, as
its complement, VP, whose head is the locus of the verbal root and where
all the internal arguments appear. (e.g., Chomsky 1995, Marantz 1997,
Kratzer 1996) Analyses of the double object construction have been
proposed and pursued according to which the construction involves
abstract predicates v (or CAUSE) and HAVE. (e.g., Beck and Johnson
2004, Hale and Keyser 1993, 2002, Harley 1995, Kawasaki 2007ab) How
the lexical root is incorporated into the structure with a zero-form light
verb is explored by Mateu and Rigau 2002 and Zubizarreta and Oh 2007.
Both works regard the process as the basis of what Talmy 1985 calls
“conﬂation” of manner, cause or path into the verbs of motion in his
inﬂuential article based on his cross-linguistic studies. The present
work argues that a similar process is involved in the double object
construction in English, and is responsible for the long-standing puzzle
that this construction exhibits certain idiosyncrasies with respect to the
range of verbs it allows.
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2 Manner/cause and path conﬂation
2.1 Talmy 1985
Based on his cross-linguistic research on lexicalization patterns of
motion verbs, Talmy 1985 reports that Germanic languages allow man-
ner or cause conﬂation, but not path conﬂation. For instance, English
verb roots like roll and ﬂoat which do not themselves describe a change
of location may still serve as verbs of motion, and take a goal phrase
directly. In The ball rolled to the door, roll subsumes both the meaning of
motion and the meaning of manner of motion. The sentence can be
paraphrased as ‘The ball moved to the door, rolling’, with the meaning of
the root being understood as the manner of motion. Talmy calls this
phenomenon ‘manner/cause conﬂation’, and also points out that it is not
possible in Romance languages. Verbs in Romance languages, he ob-
serves, can subsume the meaning of motion and the meaning of path of
motion. He calls this latter phenomenon ‘path conﬂation’. English verbs
such as enter and descend whose meaning includes that on the path of
motion are loans from Romance languages.
2.2 Parametric variations on conﬂation
An observation on Nicaraguan Sign Language reported in Senghas
et al. 2004 suggests that manner conﬂation and path conﬂation are
mutually exclusive. According to their report, when a new community
was formed by deaf children in Nicaragua, they ﬁrst used iconic ges-
tures describing a motion, its manner, and its path simultaneously. As
a new sign language emerged among younger generations of this com-
munity, those iconic gestures disappeared, and were replaced by less
iconic and more complex expressions consisting of hand movement
describing motion and path and hand movement describing the manner
of motion. As Senghas et al. emphasize, the observed change provides
evidence for the innate mechanism for human language which makes
manner conﬂation and path conﬂation incompatible with each other
even where it is physically possible to express them in a single word.
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This observation suggests that the choice between manner/cause conﬂ-
ation and path conﬂation is a possible locus of parametric variation
among languages, and setting of the parameter is closely related to the
acquisition of lexical roots of the language.
2.3 Zubizarreta and Oh 2007
Attempts to capture Talmy’s insight in syntactic terms are found in
Mateu and Rigau 2002 and Zubizarreta and Oh 2007. In the context of
the present article, the latter work is more important, for it discusses
cross-linguistic di#erences. They claim that while Korean employs the
serial verb construction to express motion and the manner/cause of
motion in a single predicate phrase, Germanic languages resort to
compounding of an empty V (which is construed as a motion predicate)
and a root verb (which designates the manner/cause of motion). They
argue that this is possible because Germanic languages allow com-
pounding of two lexical categories of the same categorical type (e.g.,
V-V, N-N). Romance languages, they argue, do not allow manner conﬂ-
ation because such compounding is lexically restricted in those lan-
guages. The serial verb construction in Korean and conﬂation based on
compounding in Germanic languages allow both the simultaneous read-
ing in which the motion denoted by the light verb/empty V and the
activity denoted by the verbal root are construed as coextensive, and
the sequential reading, where the activity denoted by the verbal root is
understood as preceding the motion and serving as its cause.
Zubizarreta and Oh’s argument for the existence of an empty V in
Germanic languages is based on their observation that while manner of
motion verbs denote atelic activities when they are not followed by a
path-denoting PP, adding a path-denoting PP as a complement (in a
position preceding adjuncts) makes the predicates telic. Rather than
postulating polysemy between telic and atelic readings for all these
verbs, they propose that the path-denoting PP is the complement of an
empty V, with which the root verb forms a compound.
The present section has brieﬂy reviewed three works on manner/
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cause and path conﬂation in the world’s languages. In the following
section, I will discuss implications of those previous works for the
domain of verbs that can show up in the double object construction in
English.
3 Decomposing ditransitive verbs
The following discussion assumes that the double object construc-
tion involves the light verb v taking the projection of another abstract
predicate HAVE as its complement. Lexical verbs that show up in the
construction can then be analyzed as superimposed on the light verb.
Talmy 1985 in fact points out that the double object construction with
a verb other than give can be regarded as a case of manner/cause
conﬂation in English. For example, (1a) below can be paraphrased as
(1b), which suggests that the meaning of the verb subsumes that of give
and the meaning of sliding the beer serving as its adjunct.
(1) a. I slid him another beer.
b. I gave him another beer, sliding it.
(Talmy 1985: 67)
In addition to arguments for such an analysis discussed in previous
studies (See, for example, Beck and Johnson 2004, Hale and Kayer 1993,
2002, Harley 1995, Kawasaki 2007b), the following observation pro-
vides an argument for the existence of phonologically empty verbal
elements involved in this construction.
Watt 1973 points out that lexical verbs can be excluded from the
domain substituted by do so as in (2) below.
(2) a. Stilton wanted to fasten the boards together with NAILS, but
Cheshire made him do so with TAPE.
b. Stilton wanted to NAIL the boards together, but Cheshire made
him do so with TAPE.
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(Watt 1973: 467)
Do so in (2b), as well as that in (2a), is understood as “fasten the boards
together.” This observation supports the analysis in which the verb
phrase in (2b) is headed by an abstract verb whose meaning is akin to
fasten, and the lexical root nail serves as an adjunct designating the
instrument of the action denoted by the abstract verb. Since do so must
substitute a predicate containing the verbal head and its complement(s),
do so substitution cannot leave out the lexical root if it is understood to
serve as a complement of an abstract verb. This is illustrated by the
following examples.
(3) a. Dognog wanted to put the home-brew in BOTTLES, but So-
dak wanted to do so in pickle-barrels.
b. Dognog wanted to BOTTLE the home-brew, but Deadwood
wanted to do so in pickle-barrels.
(Watt 1973: 468f)
Lexical verbs in the double object construction can be excluded from
the domain of do so substitution, as the following examples show.
(4) a. John wanted to throw Mary a ball, but Bill made him do so by
sliding it.
b. John wanted to email Mary new examples, but Bill made him do
so by handing them to her.
c. John wanted to knit Mary a sweater, but Bill made him do so by
buying it.
d. John wanted to peel Mary an apple, but Bill made him do so by
slicing it.
Do so in those examples are understood as a substitute for the predicate
meaning ‘give Mary a ball/new examples/a sweater/an apple’, which is
expected if the double object construction involves the light verb v
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taking the projection of an abstract predicate HAVE as its complement,
and the verbal root serves as an adjunct to the light verb.
4 Latinate roots in the double object construction
4.1 Latinate verbs and Latinate nouns
Verbs of Romance origin are not allowed in the double object
construction. For example, donate, return, remit, return, and submit
cannot appear in this construction, while they can take a theme object
and a prepositional goal phrase. On the other hand, denominal verbs of
Latinate origin may participate in the double object construction, as in
He telegraphed/telephoned/satellited me the message. (Pinker 1989: 17,
119, 123, Levin 1993: 46). Those verbs also permit a theme object and a
prepositional goal phrase, as in He telegraphed/telephoned/satellited the
message to me. In such cases, the meaning of the root is construed as the
instrument of communication, so that the sentences can be paraphrased
as ‘He transferred the message to me via telegraph/telephone/satellite’.
Those observations raise a question: Even if children can distinguish
native words and non-native words on the basis of syllable structures
and stress patterns, why do they distinguish Latinate denominal verbs
from other Latinate verbs?
4.2 Path verbs
Suppose that manner/cause conﬂation and path conﬂation are mu-
tually exclusive, as the observation on the Nicaraguan Sign Language in
2.2 suggests. Then, return (meaning ‘to put back’) and submit (meaning
‘to put under’) should be excluded from the double object construction
because those verbs contain the path component in their meaning.
Similarly, Levin (1993: 47) reports that verbs of putting with a speciﬁed
direction do not allow dative alternation, citing hoist, lift, lower, and
1) Levin (1993) also includes drop in this category. However, other speakers
seem to accept this verb in the double object construction (Baker (1997: 95)).
Drop can clearly be used in the double object construction when it does not
imply downward motion as in Drop me a line.
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raise in this category.1) These are verbs of Germanic origin, mostly from
Old Norse. The path component of their meaning resists manner/cause
conﬂation regardless of their origin or morphological/phonological
forms.
This still leaves to be accounted for the di#erence between the
Latinate verb donate and Latinate nouns, as well as why verbs like pull
and push do not appear in the double object construction.
4.3 VV vs. NV
In Zubizarreta and Oh’s analysis of manner/cause conﬂation, cross-
linguistic di#erences are attributed to the possibility of compounding
two lexical categories of the same category type, that is, compound-
formation of such forms as V-V and N-N. They argue that in Romance
languages, compounding of two lexical items of the same category is not
productive but is restricted to lexically speciﬁed items, and that the
impossibility of V-V compounding is responsible for the ill-formedness
of manner/cause conﬂation in those languages. If loanwords from those
languages do not fully take on properties of native words, Latinate
verbs like donate should resist conﬂation into the double object con-
struction in English. Denominal verbs, on the other hand, can escape the
restriction if the nominal roots are directly merged with the empty V,
without being converted to a verb before compounding.
Talmy 1985 notes that a uniform lexicalization pattern can be
found in a language only if one examines its native vocabulary, care-
fully excluding loanwords. This observation suggests that children
observe word classes, distinguishing native vocabulary from loanwords,
and do not generalize lexicalization patterns found in one word class to
another. While there is no reason to suspect that children have knowl-
edge of language history or etymology, it is possible that they can
identify each of the word classes that behave di#erently with respect to
phonological and morphological restrictions. For example, verbs of
Germanic origin are generally monosyllabic or have stress on the ﬁrst
syllable. (Gropen et al. (1989), Pinker (1989: 45#)) The observation that
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English loanwords of Romance origin maintain the lexicalization pat-
tern in the source language suggests the possibility that the parameter
on lexicalization patterns is set for each word class rather than for the
whole language. The value of the parameter is, then, like stress patterns
in that while each language chooses a general pattern, systematic excep-
tions are observed, especially in cases where the language has borrowed
a large group of lexical items from another language.
5 Cause vs. manners
Zubizarreta and Oh 2007 argue that where a lexical verb is con-
ﬂated with a light verb for motion, the event designated by the lexical
verb can be either simultaneous with or preceding the motion. In the
former case, the lexical verb describes the manner of motion, and in the
latter case it is understood as the causing event. On the other hand, if
the double object construction involves two abstract verbal head,
HAVE, describing the (prospective) possessive relation, and the light
verb v, designating the event of bringing about the possessive relation,
and the lexical root merges with v, its meaning can only be understood
as modifying the causing event. Since the causing event is a precondi-
tion for the possessive relation, the action described by the lexical verb
must also be a precondition for it, and therefore should precede the
formation of the possessive relation.
Pinker 1989 observes that while verbs of instantaneous imparting
of force causing ballistic motion are allowed in the double object con-
struction, verbs of continuous imparting of force causing accompanied
motion are not. The following contrast illustrates his observation.
(5) a. Lafeur throws/tosses/ﬂips/slaps/kicks/pokes/ﬂings/blasts
him the puck; he shoots, he scores!
b. I carried/pulled/pushed/schlepped/hauled John the box.
(Pinker 1989: 110f)
The ill-formedness of (5b) suggests that the action described by the
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lexical verb must indeed precede the formation of the possessive rela-
tion. The ill-formedness of the double object construction with donate
may also be attributed to the same factor, because the verb describes an
action that would be coextensive with the formation of the possessive
relation.
6 A concluding remark
The present article has explored the possibility that the range of
lexical items that can show up as the main verb in the double object
construction follows from the analysis according to which the construc-
tion involves a phonetically empty light verb v taking a projection of
another abstract predicate HAVE, and a lexical root is merged with the
light verb. To the extent that such explanations are tenable, children
acquiring English do not need to learn which verbs are allowed in the
construction as idiosyncrasies of the language.
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